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Medals & Bullets
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

“Do you think that this is War?? This is not war. This is the ending of the world. 
This is just such a war as was related in the Mahabharat about our forefathers”…

… so starts a letter written in January 1915 by a wounded Punjabi soldier to his 
relative in India. Inspired by the numerous letters, photographs and songs of  
Indian soldiers which emerged after the wreckage of WWI, Angeli Sowani has 
given a voice and image to those moments and people who seem to have faded 
with time in her new exhibition of paintings Medals & Bullets.

Over 1,000,000 combatants and non-combatants drawn from the erstwhile  
‘British India’ fought and served overseas in WWI. Some 70,000 of them were 
killed. They won 9,200 gallantry awards and 11 Victoria Crosses.

These were naïve, largely illiterate young men, most of who had never ventured 
far beyond their own villages. Paid an average of Rs.11 a month, these sepoys 
crossed the kala pani to far-away shores drawn both by economic need and 
with ideals of fighting for izzat and namak in their minds. The brutality of war 
in the trenches soon evaporated these illusions as a letter written home by one 
of the soldiers poignantly illustrates “…For God’s sake don’t come, don’t come,  
don’t come to this war in Europe. Cannons, machine guns, rifles and bombs  
are going day and night, just like the rains in the month of Sawan. Those who 
have escaped so far are like the few grains left uncooked in a pot...”

Born to an English mother and Indian father, Angeli Sowani grew up in Agra 
and studied at the prestigious National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad.  
She has lived and painted in Delhi, Kathmandu, Bangkok, Hong Kong and now  
lives and works in London. She has created 15 solo shows over the past 25 years  
and participated in numerous group shows.

Nostalgia and love for India is a constant underlying theme in her paintings,  
which continues in her current show.

Medals & Bullets



Sepoy series: Khudadad Khan
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

Sepoy Khudadad Khan VC

The first Indian to be awarded the Victoria Cross

Hollebeke
31 October 1914

The Times History of the War (Vol. II, Part 22, page 336) says: “It was 
on 31 Oct, at Hollebeke, that Khudadad, a sepoy of the 129th Duke of  
Connaught’s Own Baluchis, won the Victoria Cross. When the British  
officer in charge of the detachment had been wounded, and the  
other guns put out of action by a shell, Khudadad, though himself severely  
wounded, remained working his gun until all the other men of the  
machine-gun detachment had been killed. Khudadad was the first soldier  
of the Indian Army to be awarded the Victoria Cross, though not the first  
to receive it. When the King a month afterwards presented the decoration  
on the field of battle, the gallant sepoy was lying in hospital.”



Sepoy series: Darwan Sing Negi  
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

Naick Darwan Sing Negi VC

Festubert, France
23 & 24 November 1914

Darwan Sing Negi was born in the village of Kabartir, Karakot,  
Garhwal, India in November 1881, son of Kalam Sing Negi, Landowner and  
Cultivator. He was educated at the Regimental School. He married in  
February 1900, in the village of Mona, Chandpur, Garhwal, the daughter  
of Cultivator and Landowner Ratan Sing Rawat. He enlisted as a Rifleman  
on 4 March, 1902, and had not seen active service before he went to France  
in the autumn of 1914.

The following is an extract from the Gazette of India: Army  
Department, Delhi, 15 Jan. 1915, Indian Army. “His Majesty the  
King-Emperor has been graciously pleased to approve the grant  
of the Victoria Cross for conspicuous bravery while serving to  
No. 1909, Naick Darwan Sing Negi, 1st Battalion, 39th Garhwal  
Rifles. For great gallantry on the night of 23-24 Nov., Festubert, France,  
when the regiment was engaged in retaking and clearing the enemy 
out of our trenches, and, although wounded in two places in the head,  
and also in the arm, being one of the first to push round each  
successive traverse, in the face of severe fire from bombs and rifles  
at the closest range”



Havildar Abdul Rahman (59th Rifles) to  
Naik Rajwali Khan (Baluchistan)

[(Urdu)

20th May 1915

France

… ...For God's sake don't come, don't come,  
don't come to this war in Europe...

Cannons, machine guns, rifles and bombs are  
going day and night, just like the rains  

in the month of Sawan

Those who have escaped so far are like the few 
grains left uncooked in a pot

Extract from the original letter in Urdu which was censored and not sent.

The Queen and I wish you God-speed, and a safe 
return to your homes and dear ones.

A grateful Mother Country is proud of your  
splendid services characterized by unsurpassed devotion 
and courage.

BUCKINGHAM PALACE



Rifleman Karanbahadur Rana VC

London Gazette, 21 June 1918 

“Karanbahadur Rana, No. 4146, Rifleman, 2/3rd Battn. Queen Alexandra’s  
Own Gurkha Rifles. For most conspicuous bravery, resource in  
action under adverse conditions, and utter contempt for danger.  
During an attack he, with a few other men, succeeded under intense fire in  
creeping forward with a Lewis gun, in order to engage an enemy  
machine gun which had caused severe casualties to officers and other  
ranks who had attempted to put it out of action. No.1 of the  
Lewis gun opened fire, and was shot immediately. Without a moment’s  
hesitation Rifleman Karanbahadur pushed the dead man off the gun, 
and in spite of bombs thrown at him and heavy fire from both flanks,  
he opened fire and knocked out the enemy machine-gun crew; then, switching  
his fire on to the enemy bombers and riflemen in front of him,  
he silenced their fire. He kept his gun in action and showed  
the greatest coolness in removing defects which on two occasions  
prevented the gun from firing.”

Naik Karanbahadur Rana was personally decorated with the Victoria Cross by  
His Majesty the King-Emperor.

Sepoy series: Karanbahadur Rana
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm



Sepoy series: Chatta Singh 
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

Sepoy Chatta Singh VC

RIVER WADI, Mesopotamia
13 January 1916

London Gazette, 21 June, 1916:
 
“Chatta Singh, No 3398, Sepoy, 9th Bhopal Infantry, Indian Army.  
For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty in leaving cover  
to assist his commanding officer, who was lying wounded and  
helpless in the open. Sepoy Chatta Singh bound up the officer’s wound,  
and then dug cover for him with his entrenching tool, being  
exposed all the time to very heavy rifle fire. For five hours until nightfall  
he remained beside the wounded officer, shielding him with his own body  
on the exposed side. He then, under cover of darkness, went back for  
assistance, and brought the officer into safety”.

Chatta Singh was born in Tilsanda, Cawnpore, India in 1887,  
son of a Ishu Singh, cultivator. He was educated at Tilsanda  
Village School, and joined the Army on 5 July, 1911, as a Sepoy in the  
9th Bhopal Infantry. He served in the European War, and was awarded  
the Victoria Cross. He died on 28th March 1961.



Empire II
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Sepoy series: The Unknown Soldier
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

 Senior Assistant Surgeon J.N.Godbole to a friend  
(Poona, Bombay)

[(Marathi and English)

18th March 1915No. 8 Indian General Hospital
Bournemouth, England

The people here are of a very amiable disposition. They talk 
pleasantly, treat us kindly, and are pleased to see us

We do not hear the words 'damn'’and 'bloody' at all frequently,  
as in India. But this only applies to those who have not 
seen India. Those who have, gnash their teeth at us; some 
laugh and make fun; but there are not many who do this

The people here are charming. It is impossible to say why 
they become so bad on reaching India

I have written to you from Brighton to tell you how wound-
ed are treated. But the good treatment is only to be seen 

where British and not Anglo-Indian officers are in charge. 
As soon as the latter have control, confusion reigns. As a 

result of such treatment, men in hospital prefer to go to the 
front. Such are the methods of our Anglo-Indian officials.

The war news is good. It appears to me that the war will be 
over soon.



A wounded Punjabi Rajput to a relative  
(India)

[(Urdu)

29th January 1915

England

Do not think that this is war. This is not war.  
It is the ending of the world. 

 
This is just such a war as was related  

in the Mahabharata about our forefathers.

Hindu soldiers often drew this parallel when attempting to convey the scale of the fighting which they had  
witnessed. Muslims usually chose the image of the Karbala.

Bugler Mausa ram (Jat, 107th Pioneers) to  
Naik Dabi Shahai Jat (121st Pioneers, Jhansi District, 

UP)

[(Hindi)]

2nd April 1915
Kitchener's Indian Hospital
Brighton

And my dear brother you have written, that you have 
become a naik so I am very pleased, and you have  
written that you will become a havildar and I am  

very pleased. 

I have received your card dated 24th February 1915 and 
mastered its contents. The state of affairs here is as 
follows: the black pepper is finished. Now the red  
pepper is being used, but occasionally, the black  

pepper proves useful1.

The black pepper is very pungent, and the red pepperis 
not so strong.2 This is a secret, but you are a wise man. 

Consider it with your understanding. There is no  
necessity for me to write more. And to write more is 
without advantage because you can understand it so 
much. And, brother, someone once said 'a pearl is not 
famous for friendship; it is found in a lake and gets 

strung on a necklace'.

 Brother, understand if you can, life does not remain.

Brother, here the fighting is difficult and will not 
become easy. And the black pepper which I have with me 

is very pungent; but what can I do - only a little  
remains. In the foreign country nowadays black  

pepper seems to be stopped; at this time red pepper  
is a little pungent, but compared to red (black?)  
pepper it seems like insipid green vegetables.  

Enough, enough, what shall I write? 

The country of England is worth seeing. One gets 
everything for eating and drinking...

1  This is a favourite coded message. ‘Black pepper’ means Indian troops, and ‘red pepper’ means British troops.
2   The Indian troops fight more fiercely than the British troops.



Black Pepper 
Acrylic on canvas
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Rifleman Kulbir Thapa VC

Battle of Loos 
25 September 1915

London Gazette, 18 Nov. 1915

“Kulbir Thapa,  No. 2129, Rifleman, 2nd Battn. 3rd (Queen Alexandra’s Own) 
Gurkha Rifles, Indian Army. Date of Act of Bravery: 25 Sept. 1915. For most 
conspicuous bravery during operations against the German trenches at  
Mauquissart.” 
The authors of With the Indian Corps in France, in describing the Battle of 
Loos, say: “A deed which could hardly be surpassed for sheer bravery was  
performed by Rifleman Kulbir Thapa. He is the exception noted above,  
as having entered the German trench and escaped alive. Kulbir  
succeeded, after being wounded, in getting through the wire in some  
extraordinary way, and charged straight to the German trench. In rear of it he 
found a badly injured man of the 2nd Leicesters. The wounded man begged  
Kulbir Thapa to leave him and save himself, but the Gurkha refused to do so.  
Kulbir managed to bring the wounded man out through the German wire and 
put him in a place of safety. Not content with this, he returned and rescued, 
one after the other, two wounded Gurkhas. He then went back again and  
brought in the British soldier in broad daylight, carrying him most of the way  
under fire from the enemy. For these successive acts of extreme bravery  
Rifleman Kulbir Thapa received the Victoria Cross, and it will be agreed that  
seldom, if ever, has this supreme award of valour been more splendidly won.  
The deaths of officers and men who won the VC have so often been recorded in 
this history, that it is pleasant to mention that Kulbir Thapa survived his wound, 
proceeded to Egypt with his regiment, and eventually returned to India.

Sepoy series: Kulbir Thapa
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm



Sepoy series: Lance Naik Lala 
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

Lance Naik Lala VC

EL ORAH, Mesopotamia, 21 January 1916

London Gazette, 13 May, 1916

“His Majesty the King has been graciously pleased to confer the Victoria  
Cross on No. 510, Lance-Naik Lala, 41st Dogras, Indian Army for most  
conspicuous bravery. Lala was 33 years old and serving in the 
41st Dogras, Indian Army when he dragged a British officer to  
a shelter and bandaged his wounds. Then, hearing the cries of his  
adjutant, who was also lying wounded only 100 yards from the enemy,  
he crawled to him; staying with him until nightfall, he used his own clothes  
to keep him warm. After dark he carried first one man then the other  
to safety.
Lala was born in the village of Parol in the district of Hamirpur, Kangra,  
Punjab, son of Dinga (Maila caste), Zamindar, 1st Grade. He had no  
schooling, but could read and write Hindi. Joined the Indian Army in 1901  
and served in the European War from 1914”
Lala wrote home (in Hindi) “was in the first batch of Indians that came to  
France, and returned in 1915; guarded the Suez Canal for three months,  
and then moved to Mesopotamia, and there got my VC,  
beyond Sheikh Said, and then returned to India with the  
regiment in 1917. Kept fit all through, except got trench feet  
in France, and came to England to the Brighton Hospital, but soon rejoined  
my regiment. I am in the first eleven regimental football team. I have  
no newspapers here. I won my VC on 21 Jan 1916. Indian papers would contain 
required accounts”
He died from polio on 23 March 1927. His last words were “We fought true”.



Kalo Pani
Burn on wood

60 x 60 cm 

From the Punjabi newspaper, Zamindar

30th July 1914

War will not be confined to Austria and Serbia but will be a universal 
war in which all the great empires of Europe will be involved.

For having partitioned Asia and Africa, they have no hunting grounds 
left, and will now descend into the arena and hunt each other.

The result of it all will be that the giant which has so far been ruining 
Asia will now be engaged in ruining himself.

The materials of war which have so far been used to destroy  
Orientals will now be employed in the destruction of the Europeans.

In time to cometh, the world will find the same causes were at work  
as in the day when the Babylonian Empire received its death-blow  

and the glory of Niveneh shone no more.

Published in Lahore and classified as ‘advanced nationalist’, the Punjabi newspaper was wholly alert  

to the global consequences of the war. It was repeatedly shut down by the Colonial government:  

it was in and out of print during the war years and its editor frequently confined to house-arrest.



Laddie
Acrylic on canvas

200 x 120 cm

Indra Lal Roy – ‘Laddie’

2 December 1898 – 22 July 1918

Indra Lal Roy is the sole Indian World War I flying ace. At a time when 
the British did not consider Indians to be capable of even running 
their own country, Roy broke through the colour and race barrier to  
become an officer and fighter pilot in the Royal Flying Corps – the elite of  
the elite. 

In the course of 13 days between July 6th and July 19th 1918 Roy claimed 
ten aerial victories; five aircraft destroyed and five ‘down out of control’;  
in just over 170 hours of flying time. He was shot down on the Western  
Front over France on July 22nd 1918 and was buried with full military  
honours in France by the Germans.

Born in Calcutta, where his father was a barrister and Director of Public  
Prosecutions, ‘Laddie’ as he was popularly known, was the second son of  
Piera Lal Roy and Lolita Roy. Roy came from a highly educated and  
distinguished Bengali family. His nephew Subroto Mukherjee was the  
first Indian to become the Chief of Staff of the Indian Air Force

Roy was posthumously awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross –  
the first Indian to receive this honour. The citation in the London  
Gazette on 21st September 1918 praised Roy as ‘a very gallant and  
determined officer whose remarkable skill and daring had on one  
occasion enabled him to shoot down two enemy machines in one  
patrol’.



The Great Bird of Vishnu
Oil  on canvas
200 x 140 cm

A wounded Garhwali to his elder brother 

[(Hindi)

12th February 1915

England 

The fighting is of five kinds. First, there are the  
aeroplanes which move about dropping bombs and  
causing great havoc. They are like the great bird  

of Vishnu in the sky

Next is the battle of the cannon which is earth- 
splitting. And in the fighting with rifles the bullets 

fall fast like hail

Then there is the fighting on the sea, of which the 
fashion is this: that the ships remain concealed in the 

parts of the sea and then, watching their  
opportunity, the English fire at the Germans and the 
Germans at the English. The Germans have caused about 
four thousand men to be drowned in the sea and have 

made great destruction. 

My dear brother, great damage has been caused  
to India

Nearly two hundred thousand men have been killed. 
About four thousand have lost arms or legs and many 

have lost their sight. In India, three  
quarters of the population will be women  

and only one quarter men

This you must think over till you understand it.

!
Extract from the original letter in Hindi which was censored and not sent.



Subedar Bahadur Mir Dast VC
Battle of Ypres
26 April, 1915

 
London Gazette, 29 June, 1915

“Mir Dast, Subedar Bahadur, 55th Coke’s Rifles (Frontier Force).  
For most conspicuous bravery and great ability at Ypres on 26 April, 
1915 when he led his platoon with great gallantry during the attack  
under heavy machine gun and artillery fire. Three British officers were 
killed, and four wounded; six Indian officers also became casualties.  
A cloud of poison gas then rolled towards the regiment. The men had no  
gas masks, so resorted to dipping their turban-ends in chloride of lime and 
holding them over their mouths. Mir Dast rallied all the men he could, and held  
the line until ordered to retire. While falling back he helped to bring in eight 
wounded officers, although himself wounded and gassed. He was the fourth  
Indian to win the Victoria Cross”

Letter written by Subedar Bahadur Mir Dast on 12th July 1915, while recovering 
at the Pavilion Hospital, Brighton (in Urdu) “I am in England. I have been twice 
wounded, once in the left hand, of which two fingers are powerless. The other 
injury is from gas – that is dhua. I suppose you know about that. It gives me great 
pain and will go on doing so.

The men who came from our regiment have done very well and will  
do so again. I want your congratulations. I have got the Victoria Cross. 
The Victoria Cross is a very fine thing, but this gas gives me no rest.  
It has done for me.” Sepoy series:  Subedar Mir Dast 

Acrylic on canvas
60 x 60 cm 



Sepoy series: Gobind Singh 
Acrylic on canvas

60 x 60 cm

Dafadar Gobind Singh VC

London Gazette, 11 January 1918

Gobind Singh, Lance-Dafadar, No: 2008, Indian Cavalry is a Rahtor  
Rajput, the tribe to which the Maharajah Sir Pertab Singhji belongs.  
He joined the Jodhpur Lancers; was transferred to the 28th Cavalry, with  
which he served in the European War. 

He was awarded the Victoria Cross for most conspicuous bravery and  
devotion to duty in thrice volunteering to carry messages between the  
regiment and the Brigade Head-quarters, a distance of one and a half miles 
over open ground, which was under observation and heavy fire of the enemy.  
He succeeded in each time delivering his message, although on each  
occasion his horse was shot and he was compelled to finish the journey  
on foot. Dafadar Gobind Singh was present at Buckingham Palace at  
his investiture. 

He was promoted Jemadar in the 28th Cavalry.



“Each side portrayed the other as monstrous, inhuman, sadistic brutes  
bent on destruction and murder, who it was the God-given duty of every  

right-thinking man and woman to fight”

“This Soldier is protecting Hindustan, he is protecting his home and his family. The best way to 
help the family is to get enlisted in the Army!”



From Creative Unity (1922) by Rabindranath Tagore

Lately I went to visit some battlefields of France  
that had been devastated by war. The awful calm of  
desolation, which still wore wrinkles of pain -– 
death–- struggles into ugly ridges -–brought  

before my mind the vision of a huge demon, which had no 
shape, no meaning, yet had two arms that could strike and 

break and tear, a gaping mouth that could devour, and  
bulging brains that could conspire and plan.  

It was a purpose, which had a living body,  
but no complete humanity to temper it. Because it was  
passion -–belonging to life, and yet not having the  

wholeness of life - it was the most terrible  
of life's enemies.

Something of the same sense of oppression  
in a different degree, the same desolation  

in a different aspect, is produced in my mind  
when I realise the effect of the West upon Eastern life –  
the West which, in its relation to us, is all plan and  

purpose incarnate, without any superfluous  
humanity. The wriggling tentacles of a cold-blooded  
utilitarianism, with which the West has grasped all  
the easily yielding succulent portions of the East,  
are causing pain and indignation throughout the  

Eastern countries.

The West comes to us, not with imagination and  
sympathy that create and unite, but with a shock  

of passion - passion for power and wealth - passion that  
is a mere force, which has in it the principle  

of separation, of conflict.

Tagore’s analysis of the war, as an extension into Europe of the brutalities already practiced by Europeans in the colonies, 
would soon be echoed by several European intellectuals including Jean Paul Sartre and Hannah Arendt.

Tagore was conferred a knighthood in 1915 which he would return in 1919 in protest against the Jallianwala Bagh massacre  
in Amritsar.

A religious painting depicting the goddess Saraswati by Gangaram Gurung, 
created while he was a prisoner of war in Germany



TRIPLE ALLIANCE & TRIPLE ENTENTE

Eager to strengthen in the world, the Great Powers formed military  
alliances. Until 1870, Germany was mainly preoccupied with its internal  

unification, after which it began to build itself a position in the world. In 1882 
the Triple Alliance was formed between the German Empire, the Austro- 

Hungarian Empire and Italy. In 1894 the response came in the form of  
a Franco-Russian Alliance. In 1907 this became the Triple Entente with  

the addition of the British Empire.

The stage was now set for the ultimate confrontation.

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on June 28, 1914  
provided the spark that lit the flames of

WORLD WAR I

Of all the colonies in the British, French and German Empires of the time,  
British India - comprising of present day India, Pakistan,  

Bangladesh and Myanmar - contributed the highest number of men

621,224 combatants and 474,789 non-combatants from British India  
served overseas

Most were semi-literate or illiterate

They were paid about Rs.11 per month

Some 70,000 were killed

They won 9,200 gallantry awards

11 won the Victoria Cross
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Punjabi Folk Song 

May you never be enlisted
You who has left me crying
May you never be enlisted

You who leaves me at my parents’ house

Write my name amongst widows,
You who is off to Basra

From being like a widow I would become 
blissfully married,

If the war in Basra came to an end

‘'Married men win battles'’
Tell me O Foreigner, where is this written?

Take the Bachelors to war,
O Foreigner, then victory will be yours

Folk songs sung by the village women in Punjab when their men left for war.

Punjab contributed almost half of the total number of Indian combatants.  

Entire villages were often left empty and desolate…
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